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Phase three. AICMA monitors the effec-
tiveness of the campaigns presented by the 
campaign communicators. It also assesses 
how successful the educational materials are 
in spreading campaign messages and aware-
ness to children and adults. Since 2004, there 
have been no reported incidents.1
Phase four. The AICMA program sus-
tains motivation for safe behaviors by revis-
iting schools. The program underwrites the 
local construction of blackboards or addition-
al school supplies to reinforce the campaign’s 
themes and its “Explosive Mines Kill” message.
MRE Campaigns and General Education
To date, no formal integration exists be-
tween MRE campaigns and state education 
programs. Nevertheless, teachers in each 
school review safety issues concerning anti-
personnel mines with their students. It is 
worth noting that MRE campaigns are or-
ganized and coordinated by the national de-
mining authority known as the Centro de 
Desminado de Ecuador. The demining sec-
tor of the Ecuadorian Army, called the Gen-
eral Demining Command, and the local Red 
Cross, participate as well.
It is essential to include the active par-
ticipation of the government and its many 
stakeholders. Involvement by all stakeholders 
encourages the population to take safety pre-
cautions when faced with AP mines. This at-
tention to proper procedures can help avoid 
injury and death.
The Personal Touch
In the remote region next to the 
international border with Peru, where most 
humanitarian-demining operations and MRE 
campaigns currently take place, person-to-
person interaction is extremely important. 
Several Shuar communities still live as their 
ancestors did without electricity, roads or 
modern communications. Transistor radios 
and the occasional two-way radio are present, 
but the main form of communication remains 
personal interaction. AICMA MRE campaigns 
also take into account local customs, authority 
models, mainstream education levels and 
other cultural issues such as language and 
environment.
Successful communication with the in-
digenous population depends on effective 
methods of relaying information. AICMA’s 
successful MRE campaigns in Ecuador are 
based on their ability to deliver the programs 
locally, in a personal way. 
See Endnotes, Page 112
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O
n 18 March 2008, I traveled with a group of students 
and professors from Aleksandër Moisiu State University 
of Durrës in Albania to the site of an explosion at an 
ammunition-dismantling factory in Gërdec, Albania. The Albanian 
Red Cross had requested assistance helping the injured victims. 
Around 300 people, inhabitants of Gërdec vil lage in Vora munici-
pality, roughly 14 kilometers (9 miles) from Tirana, had lost their 
houses in the blast. The Resort of the Ministry of Order, a state-
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The blasts from an ammunition-dismantling factory in Gërdec, Albania, an accident caused by untrained 
employees at the facility, resulted in deaths and injuries and damaged homes for factory workers and nearby 
villagers in March 2008. This article suggests that training employers and workers to follow necessary safety 
procedures, as well as raising village awareness of the dangers of these ammunitions facilities, will help 
prevent such tragedies from occurring in the future.   
owned resort in Plepa, Durrës, temporarily sheltered most of the 
displaced residents, while others were housed in privately owned 
resorts in the same area.
The Site of the Tragedy
The accident in Gërdec occurred on 15 March 2008 in one of the 
depots where obsolete munitions were being dismantled by many un-
trained and inexperienced workers. The explosions continued for 14 
A damaged house in Gërdec. 
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Kurdish Seasonal Mine Action Magazine Published
The Fria Society for Mine Action Professionals recently published its third issue of the Kurdish Seasonal Mine Action Maga-
zine. The Kurdish-language publication, which is produced by FSMAP, is meant to be an educational aid for the organiza-
tion’s members and includes articles on topics such as mine-risk education, mine-action news, current research on demining 
methods and analyses of different communities within Iraqi Kurdistan that have been affected by explosive remnants of war. 
The magazine’s readership is not limited to members of the organization, however, as the publication is circulated among 
other related parties within Iraqi Kurdistan, ranging from government institutions and ministries to independent nongovern-
mental organizations and private companies working in the field. 
The publication’s staff includes some of the area’s top mine-action experts, including FSMAP Director Jalal J. Hussien, Editor-
in-Chief Gaylan K. Anwer and Managing Editor Ako Aziz Hamad, all of whom also work for the Iraqi Kurdistan Mine Action 
Agency, the region’s mine-action organization.
FSMAP, formed in late 2006, is a nongovernmental, nonprofit group that seeks to support mine-action personnel and organi-
zations inside the Iraqi Kurdistan region. The organization has a membership of over 650 people and aims to help its mem-
bers find jobs and assist their rehabilitation in the event of a demining accident. FSMAP also works with the Iraqi government 
and mine-action authorities to promote the creation of mine-action programs and initiatives with Iraqi Kurdistan.
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hours, killing or injuring hundreds of people. As of 18 
April 2008, 26 deaths were reported.1 Some of the victims 
died immediately, while others died in the hospital. Accord-
ing to Reuters, victims in hospitals suffered from injuries 
such as burns, broken arms and legs, and cuts from bits 
of broken glass.2
At the Resort of the Ministry of Order, where we went 
to offer our assistance, many members of other govern-
mental and nongovernmental organizations were also 
rendering aid. Those affected by the accident had varied 
responses. Some were able to speak and needed to talk 
about what they had seen and heard. Others peferred to 
stay alone, and it was difficult to offer them help. Most peo-
ple, particularly the children, showed symptoms of post-
traumatic stress disorder.
Fatime D., a woman from Gërdec who was counseled 
at the state-owned resort in Plepa said, “We never thought 
this would happen. Most inhabitants of Gërdec village 
worked in the ammunition-dismantling factory—even 
women, children and elders. Many of them didn’t [ini-
tially] know how to dismantle the ammunition, but they 
learned from each other while working there. We saw the 
dismantling factory as [our] ‘savior’ because it was the only 
source of employment [available] for us. Nobody imagined 
that it would become ‘the death factory.’ ”13 
Through tears and trembling lips, Fatime discussed the 
moment of explosion. “The land [started shaking]. ... [I heard] 
a terrible smash and [saw smoke] everywhere.” From her own 
yard she listened to the cries of fellow villagers and watched 
people run from the blast. A subsequent explosion destroyed 
part of Fatime’s home. “Everywhere there were flames, fumes, 
destruction, wounded people, [dead] animals. ... It was like a 
war [scene from the] movies. Horrific!”3 Fatime covered her 
face with her hands. 
The explosion at the ammunition-dismantling factory 
at Gërdec village caused unimaginable damages. The Al-
banian authorities certify that 318 houses were complete-
ly ruined, 188 bore extreme damages, 200 suffered major 
damages and 1,600 had only minor impairments.4 Since 
the disaster, both the Albanian government and interna-
tional community have taken steps to assist and recon-
struct the village. 
Government Cleanup
Shortly after the disaster, the United Nations Disaster 
Assessment and Coordination Team responded to Albania’s 
National Civil Emergency Plan by offering its help to the 
government. The team of seven experts from various coun-
tries was sent on 20 March 2008. They collaborated with 
the United Nations–Resident Coordinator and U.N. coun-
try teams to survey the needs of the area and develop ob-
jectives related to disaster cleanup.5  
Immediately following the explosions, the Albanian 
Armed Forces deployed explosive-ordnance-disposal 
teams to clear medium- and low-risk areas strewn with 
unexploded ordnance.5 Sterling International and EOD 
Solutions were subcontracted by ArmorGroup North 
America and funded by the United States Department of 
State to help carry out UXO clearance operations in the at-
risk areas. These companies have removed 1,600 U.S. tons 
(1,429 British tons) of munitions as of 27 February 2009.6 
In accordance with the Ottawa Convention,7 the date of 
completion for clearance operations throughout Albania has been projected as August 
2010. The Albanian Mine Action Executive is working to reach this goal with the help 
of financial donors such as the European Union and U. S. Department of State.8
The Albanian government estimated the cost of home repair to be around €17 mil-
lion (US$22.3 million9) in addition to the cost for restoring infrastructure. As of 28 
March 2008, the government also allocated 156 million Albanian lekë ($1.6 million) 
for affected families, with more financial support set aside for families who lost one or 
more loved ones in the blast.5  
Besides the contribution of disaster-relief specialists, international humanitarian 
assistance has included medical supplies, financial support and EOD teams.5 Also, 
the International Trust Fund for Demining and Mine Victims Assistance has aided 
the mayor of Gërdec in implementing victim-assistance and mine-risk education pro-
grams at local schools.6
The event in Gërdec attracted international attention. Everyone wanted to know 
what Albania could do to avoid another catastrophe like the ammunition explosion. 
Preventing Another Disaster
Some of the ways to prevent future disasters in Albania and elsewhere include 
educating employers; creating awareness among workers, employers and local 
inhabitants; constructing homes and businesses only in safe areas (not always 
easy to do with growing populations expanding out from city centers); and 
providing proper training and oversight of ammunition-dismantling businesses 
and ammunition stockpiles.
Educating employers. The inhabitants of Gërdec who worked at the ammunition-
dismantling factory were not trained to do the work they were given. Instead of pro-
viding adequate training or hiring qualified workers, the employers took advantage 
of the workers’ inexperience to justify paying them lower salaries. These practices 
led to the fatal catastrophe. 
A trained military team mobilized to collect and dismantle the ammunition 
can help avert disasters like the one in Gërdec by sharing its professional exper-
tise with local inhabitants chosen to assist with the work. The workers should be 
properly trained before beginning the dangerous work, and companies must be 
educated about and respect the laws of employment. 
Creating awareness. Economic need is often a motivating factor for people 
to participate in at-risk jobs for which they are not properly trained. In a society 
where the unemployment rate is very high, there is also a high probability that 
unqualified people will be hired or at least apply for jobs involving dangerous 
work about which they have little or no 
information. The people who worked at the 
ammunition dismantling factory in Gërdec 
were unaware of the risks of this job. 
As Fatime observed in her interview, the 
high level of unemployment and lack of pro-
spective employment possibilities were the 
main factors pushing people to participate in 
illegal, low-paying and dangerous work with-
out proper security measures. Shockingly, 
even pregnant women, children and elders 
were involved in the Gërdec ammunition-
dismantling process. 
According to the Albanian Anti-mining 
Friends Committee’s Chief Executive Besnik 
Alibali, educating the population of Albania 
about the threats of mines and abandoned 
ammunition sites is important. Albanians 
have lived with the threat of mines for 50 
years and may have become complacent about 
the dangers involved. Albania is threatened 
by other “Gërdecs” waiting to happen, and 
some think it is just a matter of time un-
til another ammunition site explodes. The 
country contains more than 20 arsenals and 
hundreds of thousands of tons of hidden 
ammunition.10 Albania needs the advice of 
specialists to prevent another disaster.
In his book The Testament of a Sapper, 
Alibali says that people who participate in the 
dismantling and demining process must be 
aware of the risks of the job. Nobody should be 
obliged to enter such an occupation. According 
to Alibali, the individuals who are involved in 
the weapons dismantling and the demining 
processes should be self-confident and careful, 
have expertise in demining, and be healthy 
and physically strong—which includes being 
well-rested before they start working. If people 
who deal with dismantling and demining 
are smokers, they should not smoke during 
work but should ask for their supervisor’s 
permission to leave the workplace to smoke at 
a safe distance. Communication should be very 
clear and deliberate as well; inattentiveness is a 
dangerous practice in weapon dismantling.11
If everybody understood the responsi-
bilities of all participants in the dismantling 
process and the difficulties therein, many ca-
tastrophes could be avoided and many lives 
saved. Establishing employee safety rules is 
important for each company that deals with 
the dismantling process. These rules must be 
explained to the workforce and enforced in 
order to strengthen the workers’ discipline 
and cultivate a feeling of security and profes-
sionalism in the workplace. 
Constructing houses in safe zones. In her 
interview, Fatime said that the municipality of 
Vora had not yet given legal permission for the 
houses to be built in the village of Gërdec. The 
process of obtaining permission is very long, 
even if villagers have viable land on which 
they can build. The inhabitants of Gërdec had 
moved from parts of northern Albania and es-
tablished their residence in Gërdec. “The close-
ness to Tirana, [the] capital of Albania, was a 
very important reason to build the houses in 
this zone,” said Fatime. “We didn’t consider 
the military camp as a risk. We never thought 
that a tragedy could happen.”3
Sometimes prevention is more important 
than the remedy. For instance, raising aware-
ness of the importance of building the hous-
es in safe zones, far away from military units, 
dismantling factories and other dangerous 
areas, is essential. The government, educa-
tors, mass media, etc., should play a more ac-
tive role in educating people about the risks of 
residing close to dangerous localities.  
Providing proper oversight. The fail-
ure of the government and local institutions 
to manage the private companies involved in 
the ammunition-dismantling factory led to 
the employment of untrained workers. With 
stronger oversight and management of the 
private companies, the employers will know 
how to hire specialists and train people more 
successfully. This oversight should come with 
the proper authority and the ability to enforce 
safety policies and procedures that will ensure 
the safety of both the workers and the sur-
rounding community.
“I would like that all this could be just a 
nightmare. … I would like to open my eyes 
and see my relatives [who were killed in the 
accident], to see my house and all the vil-
lage as it was before. ... I would like that 
‘the death factory’ had never existed,” said 
Fatime.3 Surely there are many who would 
echo Fatime’s sentiments. The next best 
thing is to prevent disasters like this from 
ever happening again. 
See Endnotes, Page 112
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Rebuilding houses in the village of Gërdec.
A new house brings hope to people in Gërdec village.
2
Journal of Conventional Weapons Destruction, Vol. 13, Iss. 1 [2009], Art. 16
https://commons.lib.jmu.edu/cisr-journal/vol13/iss1/16
